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SINCE WHEN
DID USA TODAY BECOME THE
NATIONAL DESIGN IDEAL?Y

Michael Rock

IN A RECENT NEW YORK TIMES SUNDAY MAGAZINE
article on school textbooks, writer Robert Reinhold
described California’s new history series as “. . . filled
with colorful charts, graphs, time lines, maps and
photographs in a format suggestive of the newspaper
USA Today.” There it is again. Since when did USA
Today become the national design ideal? Everywhere
you look you find USA Today used as an analogy to
describe a noteworthy design format. Making ideas
“accessible” is the operative term for the information
age. But too often information is drained of its sig-
nificance in the name of accessibility.

Some things are designed for reading: scholarly
journals, literary reviews, financial pages, and their
ilk are fairly impenetrable to the casual page flipper.
Other objects like USA Today, annual reports, fash-
ion magazines, and so on are for looking. (Haven't
you heard in the course of a design project someone
say, only half in jest, “No one actually reads the
copy, just make it look good.”) Then there are the
gray areas. These include newsmagazines and text-
books, which imply reading but are increasingly
about looking. If you compare Time or Newsweek or
a fifth grade schoolbook of twenty years ago to their
present incarnations, the change is remarkable. The
headlines are bigger, the captions are bigger, the
photographs, charts. and call-outs are all bigger.
Something had to go, someone must have decided,
and what went was the text.



The trend in typography is clearly towards a de-
struction of narrative text, with images increasingly
responsible for carrying the content, Running copy is
being replaced with exaggerated hierarchies, charts,
graphs, sidebars, boxes, captions, and call-cuts that
reduce the “story” to a collection of visualized
pseudo-facts. It is the design equivalent of the video
sound-bite, with complex ideas boiled down (in the
words of Nigel Holmes, Time's design director) to
“manageable chunks.”

HOW TO COMPETE AGAINST TV

The resuiting designs often have the look of informa-
tion, but without real content. Beyond its stylistic im-
plications, this new typographic sensibility represents
a change in the consumer’s relationship to informa-
tion, the author’s authority, and the significance of
the form. There is a fragmentation of communica-
tion, with the model of contemporary typography no
longer being the linear argument but the simuitane-
ous slogan. For instance, a Newsweek story may now
open with an image that takes up as much as ninety
percent of the spread, with only a small introductory
paragraph of text as accompaniment. We are rapidly
approaching the critical point where the graphics
overtake the meaning,

The rationale behind the accessibility movement
is that information is easier to absorb in small
pieces. Prodded along by marketing data, publish-
ers and designers feel the need to compete with
television and video for consumer attention. We
have all heard that newspaper readership is down
and that television has surpassed reading as the in-
formation source-of-choice for the majority of
Americans. In response, publishers seem inclined
to apply the TV info-tainment format to newspa-
pers, and magazines. The logic is something along
the lines of “TV js fast, vapid, and unbelievably
successful. Publications should employ the same
techniques as TV.”

This perhaps makes sense in mass market naga-
zines like Entertainment Weekly or Spy or even in
corporate annual reports, where the message is not
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necessarily crucial; those products are not intended
to challenge your intellect. When the same stylistic
formats are applied to newsmagazines. newspapers,
and schoolbooks, the implication may be more trou-
bling. The distinction between what is news, opin-
ion, entertainment, and propaganda is blurry
enough. The turn toward graphic oversimplification
may make the boundaries even more obscure. U.S,
Education Secretary T. H. Bell referred to this phe-
nomenen as part of the “dumbing down” of Ameri-
can textbooks that removes all complex information
in [an] attempt to capture the reader’s attention. But
if students are unable to read and to grasp complex
subjects, is the problem in the book? Is simplifying
the content to fit into “exciting” USA Today formats
going to solve the problem?

DESIGNING FICTIONAL FACTS
Publications made for looking rather than for read-
ing can suggest entire themes with carefully com-
posed photographs or coded design forms that avoid
the kind of supporting evidence demanded in expos-
itory writing. (Consider the photograph from People
of November 1991 showing Clarence and Virginia
Thomas curled up on their couch reading the Bible.
How can you respond to that image? How can you
reason against it?) These formats emphasize the in-
credible power of the art-directed image, buttressed
by the decontextualized quotation, the boldface cap-
tion, the “scientific” diagram, and the brightly col-
ored map. Charts and diagrams are certainly useful
for offering general, relational explications of an
issue but they necessarily shave away the ambiguous,
nuanced, or obscure aspects of any idea. The infor-
mation has been preprocessed, prechewed; it can
only lead to one conclusion. And so the design of
these pages controls the reading, siphoning off all
complexity and presenting a slyly fictional “fact.”

At the most fundamental level, the spread of the
USA Today style represents a destruction of tradi- -
tional narrative ideals. Narrative implies an author as
well as a reader. The reader negotiates the process of
the rational argument, checking any specific point
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against the entire premise. The credibility of the con-
tent is measured against the authot’s authority. The
argument set forth is understood to be limited by the
perspective inherently implied in the narrative voice,
But images and charts seem to not imply an inherent
point-of-view. They radiate a kind of false objectivity
because the concept of the image-as-opinion is diffi-
cult for most people to grasp.

Cultural critics may see this shift toward the frag-
mented layout as an exampie of the continuing de-
cline of textual authority, with the author’s intention
giving way to the reader’s interpretation. They may
praise this impulse. “Design becomes a provocation
to the audience to construct meaning, consider new
ideas, and reconsider preconceptions,” says Cran-
brook’s Katherine McCoy. The philosophy of decon-
struction may indeed serve as a tool to describe the
original move toward fragmentation, But when the
concept becomes codified and adopted as main-
stream style, when the devices of mass culture adopt
“deconstructed” typographic mannerisms, you can
be sure it is not done to put greater interpretive
power into the hands of the audience.

Fighting to grab one second from the harried, -

over-informed consumer, the makers of the mass
media have concluded that messages must be instan-
taneous, offering about the same content level as
a fifteen-second television commercial, (As Nigel
Holmes puts it, “. . . the dentist may well get through
his first appointment sooner than you thought.”) If a
chart with a picture of Uncle Sam and a Russian bear
on a seesaw balanced over an oil barrel can replace
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several paragraphs of text, all the better. No one has
time to think about a rational argument; it takes too
long, it’s too boring. A sharp image and a few weli
chosen words can produce the same idea without the
nuances but with a kind of prefabricated logic.

LOW-CAL READING
Setting aside the more sinister interpretations of this
trend, one conld argue that it actually relates to basic
shifts in the way typography and design are pro-
duced. The Macintosh opened up to designers a vast
array of new graphic possibilities, giving them access
to what is the equivalent of sophisticated typesetting
terminals. Intricate settings, overlapping or run-
around type, complex charts and graphs that were
once too costly and time consuming to design are
now within the scope of even the smallest studio.
Similarly, book and magazine publishers have greater
digital composition possibilities and more four-color
printing forms.

Or maybe the best explanation for the spread of
USA Today look-alikes is that it is an inevitable exten-
sion of the LITE phenomenon. If beer or mayonnaise
or individually wrapped slices of American cheese
make you fat, then: a) stop eating and drinking so
much; or b} remanufacture the products with fewer
calories. We are more comfortable with the jdea of
changing our products than with changing our habits,
Maybe publication design is under the same pressure.
Maybe we want the “experience” of reading without
all that heavy, annoying thinking. Mavbe it’s LITE de-
sign; it tastes great and it’s less filling. O



